The ICTs sector in Albania has marked some considerable progress with the market liberalization, the expansion of the Internet use, the improvements in e-government services and in the policy framework (EC, Progress Report 2012; NSDI, Draft, 2014-2020. The ICTs companies operate mainly at the domestic level, but there are growing efforts to gain better recognition at the regional and international level. The ICTs companies operating in Tirana are mainly registered as SMEs and work in the local market. This paper explores the level of smart business in the ICTs sector in Albania by looking in particular at the current level, future trends and underpinning reasons for the smart business development. The paper provides a framework analysis for smart business as outlined in the survey of literature and explores its contextualization in the ICT sector in Albania by looking at the readiness of the sector to develop smart business. The paper adopts a quantitative methodology and uses both primary and secondary data. The primary data are collected through online structured survey of the ICTs sector in Albania and the secondary data include reports, articles and studies on the ICTs market in Albania.
Introduction
When considering the adoption of novel technology in the area of information and communications technologies (ICT), SMEs are often viewed as laggards when viewed against their larger counterparts (OECD, 2004) . This is often explained by ignorance, uncertainty and associated risk, coupled with a lack of resource availability, applicability and fewer incentives (Culkin and Smith, 2000; Chanvarasuth, 2010). Of the diverse ICTs forms, Business Intelligence (BI) is acknowledged as a driving force for much development and innovation around the world (UNESCO, 2002;). Larger organizations tend to have a number of suitable characteristics, which lend themselves to effectively adopting BI, such as the necessary level of organizational complexity, the required level and format of data needed for BI and the necessary budget to support BI. While the majority of emphasis identified in literature (as will be analyzed below) is on the larger companies, the literature relating the use of Business Intelligence and Knowledge Management systems in SMEs is beginning to gradually expand. Although, it can be generally observed that SMEs tend to hesitate in adopting BI due to perceived costs on time, further research is needed to explore the topic. This paper provides a framework analysis for smart business as outlined in the survey of literature and explores its contextualization in the ICT sector in Albania by looking at the readiness of the sector to develop smart business. The paper adopts a quantitative methodology and uses both primary and secondary data. The primary data are collected through online structured survey of the ICTs sector in Albania and the secondary data include reports, articles and studies on the ICTs market in Albania.
Methodology approach
The following section presents the research context for the study, the research objectives and hypotheses, followed by the theoretical framework and research model and finally the presentation of the data collection strategy and respondent rates and profiles. This study addresses the gaps in our understanding of BI and its application to SMEs from the perspective of data. In order to understand the impact of BI on SMEs performance in ICT sector, it is important to observe firm characteristics. An online survey was deemed the most suitable method for achieving the objectives of the study and was developed through the use of an online survey application. The questionnaire is composed of structured and closed questions. Sampling strategy is that of random stratified sampling out of a compiled list of 268 SMEs in Albania. In total, 268 companies were contacted between November 2015 and February 2016 via email or directly through their company contact page on their website where no email address was available or in person via business connection and network. A personalized email was devised and the link to the survey was incorporated and sent to each company individually. A structured threephased follow up strategy was applied. The final sample was 67 SMEs. This paper presents the results only for the ICT sector. The survey respondents were CEO and Founders level, senior management, IT management and others.
Theoretical framework
Due to the complexities of making effective and timely business decisions in highly competitive markets, Data-driven decision-making using Business Intelligence (BI) applications have attracted many organizations worldwide. However, despite these applications being suited for use in most organizations regardless of size, only the larger enterprises have reached a stage of maturity in BI use while small and medium-size enterprises (SMEs) still lag behind. Whilst many academic researchers have conducted BI research focused on large organizations, literature relating to BI adoption within SMEs has remained limited (Boonsiritomachai, et. al, 2014 : p. 2). To fill this research gap and support the adoption rate of BI in SMEs, this paper proposes a research framework for identifying the current state of BI adoption by SMEs and the enabling factors that impact BI adoption in SMEs. Future research directions for using this framework are also discussed. Moreover, due to their limitations in both human and financial resources and scale and complexity of operations, SMEs require different BI approaches from those adopted by large firms (Barnard, 2010).
The European Commission (2008) claimed that more than 95 % of enterprises fall within the SME group as the main driver of the world's economy. As SMEs employ the majority of workers, they contribute to the economic growth of most countries, and are thus widely recognised as vital to economic development and expansion The level of digitalisation of SMEs in Albania is assessed through: the ICT needs at the company, the structure of the ICT support, ICT knowledge, Management reports using ICT and frequency of those reports. Initial results show that 44% of the SMEs report that they have basic technology needs and only 16% note that they have advanced technology needs. The analysis shows that 33% of the companies have a dedicated ICT unit in the company. ICT knowledge at the company differs across SMEs and 35% no expertise for further digitalisation and advanced use of technology. All companies declare to have management reports and data analysis in place for decision-making purposes -the variety and complexity differs. The majority of the SMEs (56%) state that management reports are created manually using basic office applications + a simple accounting system in place. Only 7% of the surveyed SMEs make use of advanced analytics such as Business Intelligence or Decisions Support Systems. Management reports are produced only when there is a particular issue at stake at the company (52%). Only 12% of SMEs state that management reports are produced automatically and periodically.
There is a growing tendency of SMEs to develop further the ICT sector. 28% of surveyed SMEs reporting to have expertise and leadership for the digitalisation of their company in line with the overall strategy.
The vast majority of SMEs in Albania (81%) are not enabled by Business Intelligence. As such, business digitalization level is low in SMEs in Albania and few SMEs report having BI in place. Also, low level of SMEs use BI and analytics for decision making, including ICTs companies. Instead, simple management reports like spreadsheet are used for reporting. The paper argues that reasons behind the low level of BI are the following: no clear return on investment; lack of industry standards and promotion of benefits of BI for SMEs; ease-of-use challenges with complex software; less technically savvy employees; vision of owner-manager and lack of ICT knowledge/competences. The majority of SMEs, which reported being enabled by BI, state that they use analytics provided by BI both at the operational and strategic decision making at mid and upper management level. The descriptive statistics shows that the majority of these SMEs use extensively all major components of BI, namely data warehouse, data sources, data mart and query and reporting tools (63%). Thus, even within SMEs enabled by BI the extent of advancement in the systems used is relatively limited. "Helps a company achieve its strategic objectives" Strongly agree -62,5% "Contributes to the overall effectiveness of a company's decision making processes" Strongly agree -62,5%
"Contributes to the overall effectiveness of the whole company" Strongly Agree -50%
A growing number of SMEs express an interest in BI and they state that 'they are exploring opportunities for BI implementation in their company' (53.2%). The main reasons for the interest in BI and plans to deploy BI seem to be: Need to save money by reducing costs and/or improving productivity; Need to improve customer satisfaction to remain competitive; Need to improve decision-making, its speed and accuracy.
Conclusions
The results show that business digitalization impacts positively the overall performance of SMEs in Albania.Size, age and location of the SME dominate performance and are related to the business digitalisation more than strategy. Also the entrepreneurial characteristics of the owner -manager also impact the digitalization. Having a clear business plan was also found to be important when it comes to using BI. SMEs in Albania are a vital part of the national economy and from the research it looks that there is growing interest in ICT, digitalisation, BI and KM, but innovation is still at low levels due to financial and human resources, which are limited. However, it is also seen that SMEs are very flexible and easy to adopt to change and combined this with a visionary owner-manager they tend to move towards business digitalisation. The findings of this research paper have practical implications for the SMEs sector in Albania not only in providing an assessment of the current use of BI, but also in exploring the benefits and potential usage of BI as a necessary activity for deriving improved performance. The results can provide effective and useful insights for investors and business owners to utilize more appropriate BI tools and functions to reach more idealistic organizational advantages. Also it enables managers to better understand the application of BI functions in the process of achieving the specified managerial support benefits. SMEs can achieve the integration of BI and KM, which is proven to be a necessity for them in the knowledge economy.
